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FOREWORD 


LL that an age signifies is written on the open book of its 
architecture. The architect is, at best, the conscious 
recorder of the culture of a race; the thrall of his times. 

Chief builder he may be, but even though he direct a thousand 
pairs of skillful hands, he is but the interpreter of the progress and 
aspirations of his fellowmen. A nation without buildings can leave 
no vivid transcript of the ideals and temperament of its people. 
If one would know the genius of the New World which 
Columbus gave to Castile and Leon, one must seek those archi- 
tectural fabrics most typical of the spirit of all the Americas. 
Where shall the pilgrim go on such a quest? This is the query 
which often came to me, a New York Architect of English birth 
and training, and for years remained unanswered. Surely the soul 
of America is not truly to be found in its Colonial architecture, 
which is modified Georgian, in turn founded on Greek and Roman 
models, through the Italian Renaissance. The search of the United 
States only called for further study. The aborigines who dwelt 
within its borders left no architectural remains. They were dwellers 
in tents of skin, builders of lodges made from poles and boughs. 
Their materials were temporary, their structural art that of nom- 
ads. Even the cliff dwellings of the colorful Southwest are unrelated 
clusters of dwellings, which owed whatever form they had to con- 
ditions which do not carry on. Mounds and tombs and shell heaps 
abound. Yet what they hold is material only for the archaeologist. 
The architect who would know what America was and is finds in 


such memorials only ghosts and wraiths. Therefore, the writer, 
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FOREWORD 


directed by the logic of facts, wandered across the Rio Grande, into 
that storied land where Montezuma gloried. 

Mexico! Not to visit Mexico is not to know the Western Hemi- 
sphere. Not to have viewed the monuments of its romantic past is 
not to sense the inner meaning of American traditions, nor to fully 
grasp the development of the American people. The traveler who 
comes to the New World from the mother lands across the seas fails 
of his mission of u nderstanding if he does not enter this wonder realm 
where the sun of Hispanic traditions first dawned on the culture 
horizon of New Spain! To the people of the United States, Mexico is 
logically a far greater source of influence than has yet been realized or 
will be until more journeys are made to its ancient fanes. The Ameri- 
can architect and the American artist may find much there to kindle 
their imaginations and inspire their efforts, and the layman also can 
discover much indeed by making Mexico an inspirational and ar- 
tistic Mecca. 

The art of Aztec and Toltec blended by the free audacious spirit 
of those old time cultured world wanderers with the ideals of Madrid 
and Seville, and made sentient by new requirements, still lives in 
many a stately pilein the republic below the Rio Grande. A reflection 
of that mighty influence which camewith the Spanish conquistadores 
may be seen, I grant, in the Missions of California and at points in 
the Southwest, but the true image of the American spirit is revealed 
best in the country from which Coronado, adventuring, came. 

If this account, then, of a pilgrimage to shrines of Mexican arch- 
itecture shall be the means of inducing others to take up their stafts 
and go, I shall feel that I have done something, however little, in 
strengthening the affinities of culture and tradition which unite the 


Anglo-Saxons and the Latins in a better understanding. 
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AN ARCHITECTURAL 
PILGRIMAGE 
IN OLD MEXICO 


AINTERS make portraits of individuals, but architects 
construct the portraits of whole nations. Precedent of 
course is useful, but not vital, and tradition in the home 

of the skyscraper is in the making, and in practically all forms of 
art the American is an eclectic. In this we have very much in 
common with the Spaniards who originally settled in Mexico. 

They were adventurers, crossing the great ocean in little boats, 
literally taking their lives and fortunes in their hands, willing to 
brave unknown perils if only they might reach the new country 
and make for themselves a place therein. 

That same spirit is latent in every inhabitant of the United 
States. The first members of each family to come to America 
certainly were adventurers, for with the exception of a few personal 
belongings and their own indomitable spirit, they left everything 
behind them when they came to this land, with a fixed determina- 
tion to succeed. Hence life as lived here is subject to more thrills 
perhaps than anywhere else in the world, but between these thrills 
come periods of unexciting, strenuous, essential work. 

The Spaniards with all their ideas of beauty inherited from tra- 
dition-bound Spain found upon their arrival a complete architec- 
ture with craftsmanship of a very high standard flourishing in 
Mexico. 

Terascon primitive work, Tepan, Toltec and Aztec, each in 
its turn, had reached an interesting state of development in Old 
Mexico; for these people had learned to handle metals, precious 
and semi-precious stones, rocks, burnt and dried earths, lumber, 


etc., and constructed from them objects of unique beauty. 
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Within recent years, while excavating at Azcapotzalco the writer 
came upon many curious little statuettes, so droll in their concep- 
tion that it is impossible not to believe that the old Mexicans, also, 
must have had a well developed sense of humor which helped to 
carry them over hard places. 

The Spaniards destroyed all they came across with ruthless 


TOLTEC SPECIMENS EXCAVATED AT AZCAPOTZALCO 


THE FREEDOM THAT INSPIRED THE MAKERS OF THESE FIGURINES SEEMS ALSO TO 
HAVE INSPIRED THE SPANIARDS LATER 


hands, but they could not remain unaffected by the existing work 
they found, and the influence of the early Mexican art is easily seen 
in the Spaniards’ first efforts in construction on a new soil. 

Due to the climate and the limited amount of skilled labor, and 
the materials available, it was natural that structures should have 
plain surfaces full of irregularities due to having been built by hand. 
But it was characteristic of the Spaniard that he embellished pro- 


fusely with both carving and color whenever an excuse offered. 
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In spite of the destruction that Mexico has experienced during 
the last century, there still exists every few miles a church or historic 


building frequently surrounded with nothing but a few Indian huts. 


MISSION OF SAN JOSE DE AGUAYO, SAN ANTONIO, TEXAS 


ARCHES HERE WERE USED IN PLACE OF BEAMS AND FORMED A PERMANENT AND 
RELIABLE BACKGROUND FOR ALL FORMS OF EMBELLISHMENT 


Here we find the main building composed of intensely interesting 
hand moulded surfaces, often with the richest of windows or doors, 
cornices, and quoins, towers or parapets, and it is not uncommon 
to find these latter constructed of an entirely different material 
from the remainder of the building. In outlying districts, and even 
in big cities, adobe blocks covered with stucco form the main struc- 


ture. The ornamental portions were made of a soft stone called 
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Tepetate, a porous stone that hardens with the atmosphere and be- 
comes almost a solid piece, and which was set slightly in advance of 
the general wall surface. 

Colonnettes, capitals, mouldings, and domes in most unusual 
color effects abound everywhere, and the result was obtained partly 
by pigments and partly by tiles, as bizarre and unexpected as any- 
thing that has come out of Russia, Austria, or France. With the re- 
sult that such richness of effect exists nowhere else on the North 
American Continent and age has only added to its charm. 

The outstanding features of this fascinating period of architecture 
evolved by these ancient Spaniards are the open arcades (porches 
we call them) and the large unbroken surfaces which form the mass 
of the wall between the elaborate and often most artistic surrounds 
to the doors and windows. No matter how unusual or elaborate 
this enrichment might become, however, it always had a foil in the 
unbroken wall surfaces which provided the essential contrast. 

Panelled doors of unique character (the latter without finish as 
we understand varnish or paint), delicate metal balconies, iron and 
wooden grilles, helped to make up a style of architecture so free, so 
largely suited to our temperament and needs, that it would seem as 
if the “American point of view” had found its expression in archi- 
tecture on this continent centuries ago, in this group of educated 
Spaniards who desired to design in beauty and construct in truth. 

The reason that the buildings below the Rio Grande, though 
built by one of the Latin races centuries ago, seem so aptly to fit our 
American needs is not hard to understand. 

The climate of the higher portions of Mexico is very similar to 
that of the United States, sunlight and fresh air are in abundance 


and large windows, open porches and wide-spreading rooms are 


essential. In turn these express the temperament of the American 
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people with its heartiness and warmth, freedom and, one might add, 
sense of humor and unconventionality, better than any cold, dig- 
nified classical building ever could. 

The American country home, perhaps the most thoroughly ap- 
pointed of any in the world, has been largely adopted from styles of 
architecture primarily unsuited to this climate, and to the mode of 
living of its occupants. The ideal house should be a portrait of the 
life lived within its four walls. Colonial houses, charming to a de- 
gree, invariably possess a satisfying regularity, but this sometimes 
leads to an austerity of feeling and difficulties in the internal arrange- 
ments. Windows often do not fit into the most desirable places in 
the rooms. The ceilings frequently are low, making the rooms far 
warmer than it is desirable to have them, and though such difficul- 
ties may be largely overcome when handled by a trained designer, 
the style does present limitations. 

Our ancestors in England with their exquisite Tudor houses had 
no need for a practical porch or a big window that allowed the free 
circulation of air so vitally important on an August day. Their need 


and the exclu- 


was to overcome the difficulties of a damp climate 
sion of the rain and the weather was far more important than to 
provide access for the breezes and the sunlight. 

Speaking architecturally Italian regularity and French whimsi- 
cality are both ideal in their particular sphere, but when adapted 
to the American home they can be deficient in many respects, due 
to having been the outgrowth of entirely different controlling con- 
ditions. 

But the buildings in Mexico, with the slightest adaptation to fit 
them for twentieth centu ry requirements, do comply with American 
needs in a manner rarely equalled by any other style of architecture. 

Freedom is apparent in their construction. Rules with the old 
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Spaniard were made only for the use of those who could not dare 
for themselves without exterior guidance, so they paid little heed to 
them but bent their knowledge of these to their own advantage. If 
the spacing between the columns on the arcade or the precise regu- 
larity of the windows upon the facade did not produce a desirable 
treatment on the interior arrangement of the building, the columns 
or windows were frankly moved, usually by a master hand, and the 
result was an interesting composition. Hard regularity was sup- 
planted by charming irregularity in most instances. 

Again, should the main entrance not logically develop in the 
center of the building, it wasn’t put there. The interior of the struc- 
ture was seldom arbitrarily distorted to enable some theoretical 
architectural principle to be maintained. 

The great American hotel with its multitudes of windows, its airy 
foyers and ball-rooms, pent-houses, towers and roof-gardens, seems 
instinctively to demand the use of a type of architecture as elastic 
in treatment as that found in Mexico. The towering office building 
with its dominating vertical lines, and nothing to relieve its great 
surfaces, except the piercing of innumerable holes to form windows, 
can be designed after Mexican ideas with a success not easily ob- 
tained in forms that must maintain fixed characteristics with a 
rigid regularity. This would apply especially in the adaptions 
necessary to buildings constructed under new zoning laws, which 
regulate the projection of cornices, height, water tables, size of 
dormers, etc. 

American architecture undoubtedly will take its place in the 
worlduponitscommercial buildings,and the design of these is rapidly 
taking the path that the materials composing them require. Forms 
defined by the use of steel or concrete faced with some readily han- 


dled materials, which can be tied on to this frame, such as thin slabs 
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of stone, brick, stucco, or terra cotta, are creating the dominant fea- 
tures of skyscraper architecture. 

The introduction of color by the use of burnt clays, terra cotta 
or faiences, all of which are capable of reproduction at compara- 
tively small cost, is fast forming an ornamental feature of the 
greatest buildings of the country, and it was in instinct the same 
theory that controlled the work in Mexico years ago. 

America is a commercial nation with very strong artistic tenden- 
cies, but commercial buildings have to be commercial; competition 
has made them so. A building is a financial undertaking, and beauty, 
though essential, is subservient within reason to the production of 
revenue in money or happiness. 

An investor will not put additional capital into a structure merely 
for the sake of maintaining some architectural lines, unless he really 
sees a definite return from so doing. A building must be constructed 
of the best possible material to withstand wear and tear, but it must 
also be designed in a manner that will bring in a revenue commen- 
surate with the amount of investment, and this is obtained not only 
through the artistic merit of the building, but also through its desir- 
ability and the facilities it offers. 

We are in an age of change and the possibilities of altering or 
adding to the existing building should be considered, primarily, in 
almost any design today. Few buildings laid out on the purest class- 
ical lines will allow such additions without having the appearance 
of the proverbial sore thumb. 

Mexican architectural irregularities add a charm, and the style 
actually provides most readily the vehicle for possible alterations. 

Ifthe relations between the governments had not been estranged 
the buildings of that land of architectural charm in the south would 


already have been the prototype of a most popular style of architec- 
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ture here. Southern California has already taken hold of it and with- 
in the next few years, as the intercourse between the two countries 
increases, the abounding advantages of Mexican work to fill Ameri- 
can requirements will unquestionably compelits consideration more 


and more in almost every type of building. 
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